THE OFFICIAL MAGAZINE | ISSUE 202 


= . 
Lf fs 
a. ees 
~ — 
, Ss 
, , gad : 4 
SJ o x 


WIN! 
A GENTLE GIANT 
MANDALORIAN 
STATUE! 


Star Wa 
Tales 
Gala 
Edge 


Behind the scenes 


EXCLUSIVE 
INTERVIEW: 


PF Timothy 

GOR Zahn 
f. The Star Wars: Heir 
} 


4\ 
_ 
~ 


to the Empire author 
Ming on creating Grand 


of ILMxLAB’s stunning é Pee Spray 
VR experience! A 
The High 
From Junk ie Repub 
to Jedi Ss “on the golden age 
How the galaxy’s | of the Republic! 


scavengers make the 
Star Wars saga tick! 


“> 


RAY Seine tHe astROMECH 


~~ "B2-D2’S OPERATORS ON THE MAKING OF A DROID 


a “EVEN THOUGH 
TN eal THERE IS A LOT 
. OF MYSTICISM 


Ss Ie aI | LW) R WARS, 


B 


CLAUDIA™ 
GRAY 


IGr I 
AN 
DeA RK 


STAR WARS INSIDER SPEAKS 10 THE 
HIGH REPUBLIC AUTHOR ABOUT WRITING 
STORIES IN A GALAXY FAR, FAR AWAY, 
AND HER LATEST STAR WARS YOUNG 
ADULT NOVEL, INTO THE DARK. , * 9? 


WORDS: AMY RICHAU 


ver the past six 
years, Claudia 
Gray has been 
one of Star Wars 
publishing’s 
busiest and 
most popular authors. She has 
penned six novels and one short 
story, each of which has explored 
the inner lives of some of the 
saga’s most iconic characters, 
including Jedi Master Qui-Gon 
Jinn’s combative relationship 
with his young Padawan Obi-Wan 
Kenobi, and Leia Organa during 
two different personal crises. 
Part of the creative team behind 
Lucasfilm’s sprawling publishing 
event, The High Republic, Gray 
was charged with crafting equally 
iconic characters for the new Star 
Wars era, although the author 
was no stranger to populating the 
galaxy with compelling new stars. 
Delighted when first approached 
to write a young adult Star Wars 
novel, Gray immediately made a 
suggestion—a small yet important 
change to the initial outline from 
the publisher. “The basic idea was 
just two lines long,” explains Gray. 
““An idealistic young woman and 
an angry, troubled young man, who 
had shared a bond in childhood 
that endured even into the war. But 
he goes to the Empire and she goes 
to the Rebellion.’ I changed that. I 
suggested, ‘I would like the idealistic 
girl to go to the Empire and the 
angry guy to join the Rebellion.’ 
The publisher said, ‘Good. Great!” 
That outline became the 2015 
novel Lost Stars, which told the tale 
of star-crossed lovers Ciena Ree and 
Thane Kyrell. While the troubled 
pair were unfamiliar to Star Wars 
fans, many of the locations and 
battles that played a part in the 
story—which took in the Battles of 
Hoth and Endor—certainly weren't. 
For Gray, deciding which events and 
locations from the original trilogy 
Ree and Kyrell might have been 
involved in was a mix of curiosity 
and logic. It made sense for Ree, 
a graduate of the Imperial Academy, 
to end up on Darth Vader’s ship, 
but Gray had questions she wanted 
answers to. “There were a few things 


I’d always wondered about,” she 
says. “TIE fighters of the original 
era didn’t have a hyperdrive, so 
I realized that somebody had to 
go pick up Darth Vader at the 
end of Star Wars: A New Hope 
(1977). Otherwise he’d have just 
been stuck out there. He had to 
literally call an Imperial Uber. 

So I sent Ciena Ree to do that, 
because that’s a missing piece 

of the puzzle.” 


Two of Gray’s novels expanded 
on the history of Leia Organa. 
Bloodline (2016), set six years 
before 2015’s Star Wars: The Force 
Awakens, detailed the leader’s 
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struggles to hold alliances together 
in the post-Imperial era, while Leia, 
Princess of Alderaan (2017) took us 
back to the period three years prior 
to the events of A New Hope. Both 
books detailed a number of defining 
moments that built on the story of 
the enduring character. 

“The plot of Alderaan is about 
Princess Leia realizing that her 
father is part of the Rebellion 
against the Empire, and how that 
leads to her decision to take part 
in it,” Gray says. “I thought it was 
important that Leia should face the 
cost of those decisions very early on, 
because even by the time of A New 
Hope, she is a respected leader. She’s 
had to think about the morality 
of starting a war, even against a 
vile tyrant, in the knowledge that 
millions of people were likely going 
to be killed. That’s a difficult choice 
to grapple with.” 

In Bloodline, General Leia 
recognized the flaws in the New 
Republic as well as the looming 
threat of the First Order. She also 
faced a very personal challenge. 
While Star Wars fans knew Darth 
Vader was Leia’s father, that fact 
wasn’t publicly known by Leia’s 


peers until the events of Gray’s 
novel. “The reveal changed Leia’s 
public perception and shaped her 
legacy,” states Gray. “Did that stop 
her from doing what she thought 
was the right thing to do? Not one 
bit. But it required her to renegotiate 
some of her closest relationships in 
light of that revelation.” 

Gray’s fascination with Leia, 
and her need to answer important 
questions about her life, extends 
to the period between A New Hope 
and Star Wars: The Empire Strikes 
Back (1980). “What was going on 
with the Rebellion during that 
time?” she wonders. “What were the 
origins of Leia’s romance with Han 
Solo? Clearly something had very 
much changed and evolved there, 
since A New Hope. Also, what was 
happening with Luke Skywalker? 
Because he and Leia didn’t know 
they were related at that point. 

You know, avoiding that potential 
disaster,” Gray laughs. 

Another character Gray has 
written about more than once is Jedi 
Master Qui-Gon Jinn. She first wrote 
a short story around him, “Master 
and Apprentice,” for the A New 
Hope anthology From A Certain 
Point of View (2017). Two years 
later, her full-length novel Master 
& Apprentice (2019) followed 
Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan Kenobi on 
an adventure that took place eight 
years before Star Wars: The Phantom 
Menace (1999). Gray appreciates 
how Jinn set himself apart from 
other Jedi Masters. 

“Even though there is a lot of 
mysticism in Star Wars, I always feel 


¥ “a 
VA N 
ASTER ™® 


 ERPPRENTICI 


OW 08k rome 


68 / STAR WARS INSIDER 


like there’s never enough with 
the Jedi,” notes Gray. “The idea 
that there is a spiritual element 
to them, and that it’s important. 
I think Liam Neeson brought so 
much of that to his performance 
of Qui-Gon Jinn. In the prequel 
era, the Jedi, even Yoda, seemed 
to have moved further away 
from that. They’d lost their way 
a little bit. It was fascinating to 
me to really deal with somebody 
who was a mystic, and wasn’t in 
lockstep with the Jedi as they were 
operating during that period.” 

An additional opportunity to 
explore the spiritual aspects of being 
a Jedi was destined for Gray’s future, 
and she wouldn’t be alone. 


It’s easy to imagine an author 
spending months devoted to a 
project with only a word processor 
for company, but when working in 
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the Star Wars galaxy, things can be 
a little different. For example, when 
writing his audio book, Jedi: Dooku 
Lost (2019), author Cavan Scott 
spoke to Gray about her Master & 
Apprentice character Rael Averross, 
who subsequently appeared in his 
drama. The writers got to know 
each other thanks to their time 
developing a top-secret Lucasfilm 
Publishing initiative that was built 
around collaboration. 

Creatives working together 
towards a common goal is 
embedded in the DNA of Star Wars, 
and perhaps that has never been 
more evident than in the gestation 
of The High Republic, which 
involved both Gray, Scott, and 
writers Daniel José Older, Charles 
Soule, and Justina Ireland. 

“T’ve done graphic novels 
where different people are doing 
very different parts of the book,” 
says Gray. “I’m doing the story, 
and somebody else is doing the 
visuals, and somebody else does 
the lettering. The end result is very 
much defined by who did what, 
and when. The High Republic is 
a completely different beast. We 
are all in it together, at all points, 
on all projects. It’s on a totally 
different scale than anything 
I’ve done before.” 

Collaborating with a group of 
writers on One expansive, ongoing 
project, across books for all ages 
and two comic-book series, required 
flexibility about their work and their 
ideas. “You can’t get too hung up on 


any one idea from the beginning,” 
says Gray. “If you stick with one 
concrete notion, saying, ‘This is 
the only way it must go,’ you’re 
not keeping yourself open enough 
to the ideas of your fellow writers, 
what they are thinking and doing 
that may require you to modify 
your plan. It is a big balancing act 
between tying everything together 
in a satisfying way and really 
listening to each other.” 

By way of explanation, Gray 
points to her first The High Republic 
project to be published, Into the 
Dark. “There was an event that was 
originally supposed to occur in Into 
the Dark that did not. And losing 
that plot moment at first left me 
thinking, ‘Whoa, What? Where 
are we going? Where’s the story?’ 
admits Gray. “But, looking at the 
bigger picture, it made sense for that 
event to happen a little later on, and 
in a different place. You have to look 
at those concerns first. And I found 
other things for the characters to do, 
so they were fine.” 

Gray notes that one of the 
biggest rewards from working so 
closely with the other authors was 
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the relationships that have grown 
from it. “It sounds trite, but it’s true. 
I've really gotten to be friends with 
the other writers,” she says. “The 
biggest, professional surprise was 
how closely we would be linked. 

I had not understood just how 
connected all the stories would 

be. I thought, ‘Oh, we will each 
have slightly different things in it,’ 
but no, it is all interrelated. And 

I appreciate that.” 


Into The Unknown 
Inevitably, thanks to the fertile 
creative atmosphere that was 
hard-baked into The High Republic 
project from the outset, this 
sharing of ideas has already seen 
characters and creatures cross 
over from one project to another, 
helping to build a Star Wars era 
that is pleasingly interlinked. One 
example is the plant-like Drengir, 
conceived by Cavan Scott, who play 
an important role in Into the Dark. 
However, this approach did not 
limit Gray’s imagination, and she 
was able to introduce characters of 
her own devising, and indulge her 
fascination with all things Jedi. 
Gray’s Jedi are complex, with 
unexpected interests, personalities, 
and motivations, such as the 
main protagonist of Into the Dark, 
archivist Reath Silas. According to 
Gray, not every Jedi is going to be 
thrilled about running into battle. 
“There have to be at least a few 
people that wound up in the Jedi 
Order who could really kind of give 


or take this lightsaber 
stuff,” she says. “The 
Jedi Order isn’t all 
about going out with 
a lightsaber. You have 
the archives, you have 
different sorts of cultural 
or mystical missions, or 
other kinds of purposes 
that you might need 
to fulfill. 1 wanted to 
write about a young Jedi 
Knight who is basically 
getting the adventure 
of a lifetime. Silas rises 
to the challenge, but 
he’d still much rather 
be in the archives.” 
Joining Silas are a trio 
who make up the crew 
of the starship VesseL— 
Affie, her co-pilot Leox, 
and navigator Geode. 
“Leox and Geode, 
came to me first, and 
I love them, but it’s a 
young adult novel, so 
we needed somebody 
else alongside these 
adult characters. Affie is 
someone who has gone 
from being an orphan to 
being the heir apparent 
to this huge shipping 
fortune, but she prefers 
being on this little 
ship running tiny cargo 
missions all over the 
place. As a trio, the crew 
are far more meaningful 
than Leox and Geode 
ever would have been 
as a duo.” 
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While it’s too soon for Gray to 
talk about her next contribution to 
The High Republic, she’s looking 


forward to being an audience 


member for upcoming Star Wars 
stories, including the Disney+ 


limited series Obi-Wan Kenobi, 
which revolves around the Jedi 
whose journey as a Padawan she 
explored in Master & Apprentice. 
“T love Obi-Wan,” says Gray. “I 
think sometimes he gets a little 
bit short changed, because he 
winds up holding the bag for a 
whole lot of failures. He’s a really 


interesting character.” @ 
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PART TWO 


By Cavan Scott 


Previously: 

Sedating a raging Medoslean in the 
medcenter of Starlight Beacon was not 
how Velko Jahen had expected her first 
day as station administrator to begin. 
The sudden murder of a Skembo 
ambassador who’d demanded her 
protection only made matters worse... 


veryone was 
talking at 

once, everyone 
except for Velko 
Jahen. The 
hours since the 
assassination 
attempt had 
been a blur. 
Velko could still see Ambassador Ceeril’s 
body slumped back on the bed whenever 
she closed her eyes and was convinced 
that the smell of charred flesh still hung 
in the air, even here in Starlight Beacon’s 
vast operation’s hub. She had seen blaster 
wounds before, too many to remember, 
and they smelled much worse on the 
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Jedi Master Avar Kriss, Marshal of 
Starlight Beacon and the Hero of Hetzal, 
was as impressive as you would expect 
from the person who had masterminded 
the Jedi response to the Great Disaster, 
saving billions of lives in the Hetzal 
system and beyond. Everything about 
her radiated confidence, from her flowing 
robes to the piercing blue eyes that were 
now set on Rodor Keen with the intensity 
of a targeting computer. Even the fact 
that she was flanked by a female Jedi at 
least three decades older than her, not to 
mention the towering Wookiee wearing 
Padawan robes, did nothing to diminish 
her presence in the room. Velko had 
the impression that Avar Kriss could be 
surrounded by every Jedi near and far, 
and all eyes would still rest on her. 

This was not going to go well. 

Beside them, Estala Maru took a 
step forward to greet the new arrivals in 
turn. “Marshal. Master Assek. Padawan 
Burryaga. Welcome back to Starlight. I 
trust your mission to the Malaga Cluster 
was a success?” 


with Kriss’ party crammed around the 
now-empty bed. 

“And this is where you found the 
Ambassador, Administrator Jahen?” 

Velko nodded, her mouth dry. “Yes, 
Marshal. He was laid out on his back...’ 

“Having been shot in the chest.” 

“Thats right.” 

“And what of his bodyguard?” 

“Destroyed, its head blasted clean 
from its shoulders,” said Ghal Tarpfen, 
Starlight’s Mon Calamari head of 
security, who had been waiting for 
them in the ward. She stepped forward, 
pointing out tiny shards of metal 
embedded high in the far wall. “You can 
see shrapnel from its processors, here and 
eres 

Standing by the door, Burryaga 
rumbled a question which Maru was 
quick to answer. 

“The security footage is a mystery.” 
The Kessurian nodded at his astromech 
who dutifully projected an image of the 
scene from earlier that morning. Velko 
frowned to see herself standing talking 
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VELKO COULD STILL SEE AMBASSADOR CEERIL’S 
BODY SLUMPED BACK ON THE BED WHENEVER 
SHE CLOSED HER EYES. 


battlefields of Soika. Why had this attack, 
mounted not in the grime of a hastily 
dug trench but in the sterile medcenter of 
the Republic’s newest and greatest space 
station, overwhelmed her? 

“Administrator?” 

It took Velko a minute to realize that 
Rodor Keen was talking to her. How 
many times had she forced Starlight’s 
head of operations to repeat her rank 
before she responded. The look on his 
face provided the answer: too many! 

“Sorry, sit,” she stammered, annoyed 
at how flustered she sounded. “I was 
running through what happened one 
last time.” 

“An excellent idea,” rang out a voice 
behind them. Velko and Keen turned to 
see one of the most striking figures she 
had ever seen striding towards them. 
Velko’s heart sank. She had been waiting 
for this moment ever since she had 
received her posting, longing to meet this 
woman, but had never imagined it would 
be like this. 
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“The trade agreement between the 
Ayelina and Ludmere was signed without 
incident,” Kriss confirmed. “And yet, 
we avoided one diplomatic crisis to find 
another raging back here on Starlight.” 

“Things have become a little heated 
in your absence.” 

“Which is something of an 
understatement,” Keen interjected, a 
nerve throbbing in the temple above 
his cybernetic eye. 

“What happened?” Kriss asked, 
turning her attention to the head of 
operations. “We could feel the disquiet 
the moment we arrived.” 

“Maybe you should see for yourself,” 
Maru cut in before addressing the 
astromech that was never far from his 
side. “Kaysee, inform the medcenter that 
the Marshal is on her way.” 


KKK 


Ceeril’s room was exactly how Velko 
had last seen it, albeit more crowded 


to Ceeril, the bodyguard droid still on its 
broad feet. Then came the commotion 
from outside, Velko diving from the 
door seconds before the image was lost 
with static. “The signal was scrambled 
minutes before the attack.” 

“The assassin covering their tracks,” 
Nib Assek suggested as the astromech 
fast-forwarded until the image returned, 
the Skembo now prone on the bed and 
the droid toppling back with a crash. 

“T still can’t believe that nobody 
heard anything,” Keen complained. “A 
blaster is hardly quiet.” 

“We were distracted,” Velko admitted. 

“With the incident with the... what 
was it again?” Assek asked. 

“A Medoslean,” Tarpfen told her. “The 
patient had a violent seizure and started 
attacking members of the staff, myself 
included. If it wasn’t for Administrator 
Jahen here, the situation could have 
been much worse.” 

“Worse?” Keen snapped. “An 
ambassador has been shot on Starlight 


Beacon. Do you have any idea how 
many survivors we are caring for since 
the hyperspace disaster?” 

“Eighteen thousand four hundred 
and seventy-four,” Maru stated, drawing 
a furious glare from the coordinator. 
“Sorry. That was rhetorical, wasn’t it?” 

“Whatever the number,” Keen 
continued, “Starlight is supposed to 
be a haven, a sanctuary, and yet this 
happened right under our noses.” 

“The real question is, what are you 
going to do about it?” 

Jedi and Republic officials turned to 
see Ambassador Ceeril on the other side 
of the door. The rocky-faced Skembo was 
hunched in a repulsor chair, a bacta-vest 
covering his chest. Burryaga stepped 
aside to let Kriss pass, the marshal 
bowing in greeting to the injured official. 

“Your Excellency, Iam glad that you 
have survived your ordeal.” 

“No thanks to any of you,” Ceeril 
wheezed, clutching his chest. 

“That isn’t entirely true,” Maru 
pointed out, glancing up at nurse Okana 
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intensified, his body wracked with 
agony. Doctor Gino’le scuttled over on 
mechanical legs, instructing Okana to 
push Ceeril to the room that had been 
prepared on the other side of the ward. 
The marshal’s party watched him go, 
Rodor Keen’s face as dark as the Skembo’s 
had been pale. 

Kriss turned to the coordinator as 
soon as Ceeril was out of earshot. “Do we 
have any Hassarians on the station?” 

Velko spoke up before Keen could 
answer. “A couple, yes.” 

A scathing look from the coordinator 
shut her down again. 

“And what do they have to say for 
themselves?” Kriss asked. 

“Both were severely injured in the 
Wazta emergence,” Keen said. “One has 
been in a bacta tank for three days and 
the other is barely conscious.” 

“Can we be certain about that?” 
Tarpfen asked. 

“It would be the ideal cover,” 

Assek agreed. 
Kriss sighed. “Can I see them?” 


write it if you want.” 

A wistful sigh escaped his thin lips. 
“Alas the station will not run itself. But 
I can imagine it, can’t you Kaysee?” 

He glanced down at the little droid. 
“Evidence to collate from every witness. 
From the victim himself.” 

The astromech whistled shrilly. 

“T stand corrected. Victims, plural. 
That unfortunate bodyguard.” 

“That destroyed bodyguard,” Velko 
reminded him. 

Maru regarded her with those curious 
scarlet eyes. “Of course. Now where did 
they take the poor thing?” He pulled a 
datapad from his sleeve and swiped the 
screen, the device rewarding him with a 
satisfying beep. “Ah, yes. In the security 
tower. Evidence room three.” 

Velko straightened where she stood, 
immediately picking up on the none- 
too-subtle hint Maru had just dangled in 
front of her. Perhaps there was more to 
this Kessurian after all. 

“Do I have access to evidence room 
three?” she asked. 


SO THIS WAS IT. VELKO WAS BEING SIDELINED, REDUCED 
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who had pushed the ambassador back 
onto the ward. “If Doctor Gino’le and his 
staff hadn’t responded so quickly...” 

“The Hassarians would have got their 
way, yes I know.” 

“The Hassarians?” Kriss asked, 
drawing a glare from the pained 
ambassador. 

“Those brutes won’t rest until the 
Skembo are driven from the sector. Time 
and time again we’ve asked the Republic 
for help, and time and time again we’ve 
been refused.” 

“And you saw your assailant?” 

“AS Clearly as I see you now.” 

“Unlike the cameras,” Assek added. 
“You found the hairs didn’t you?” 
Ceeril asked, coughing harshly, “On my 

droid?” This was true. Velko had found 

them herself, hairs grasped between the 

droid’s now-dormant pincers, the same 

color as those found in the manes of the 

Hassarians elsewhere in the infirmary. 

“How much evidence do you need?” 
The ambassador's coughing 


“Of course,” Tarpfen said, leading the 
group towards the next ward. “This way.” 

Velko went to follow, but was stopped 
by Keen. “Not you, Administrator.” 

Her brow furrowed. “Sir?” 

“We need a full report for the Senate. 
Leave nothing out. Nothing at all.” 

So this was it. Velko was being 
sidelined, reduced to filing reports while 
Ghal Tarpfen led the way. So much for 
her glittering career on the Republic’s 
first mega-beacon. She’d be shuffled into 
a comer of the ops hub before you could 
say “Dank Farrik.” 

It was only when she heard KC-78 
burble that she realized that not all 
the party had left with Tarpfen. The 
astromech was still in the ward as was 
its master. 

“T envy you,” Maru told her, with the 
hint of a smile. 

“You do?” 

“A full report? All those juicy details? 
My kind of heaven.” 

She cocked an eyebrow. “You can 


“No,” the Jedi responded 
mischievously as he turned and swept 
from the room, “but Kaysee does...” 


RK 


The security tower was as stark as 
the rest of the station was opulent, the 
walls a brushed gunmetal, the furniture 
sturdy but functional. The remains of 
the bodyguard droid were laid out on 
a raised slab, illuminated by lights that 
gave out a harsh blue light. 

“Ready to record, Kaysee?” Velko 
asked the droid. 

The astromech bleeped that it was. 

“Okay. The bodyguard unit is intact 
except for the damage to its head.” She 
glanced down at its mechanical hands. 
“The pincers have now been scanned 
to reveal traces of Hassarian DNA, 
confirming that the hair was from a 
Hassarian.” She tried to imagine one of 
the tall creatures she had seen on the 
wards coming through the door, the =» 
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» bodyguard rushing forward to protect 


its master; a struggle, the droid ripping 
out a clump of hair. Something about it 
just wasn’t right. 

“Kaysee, can you replay the recording 
for me?” 

KC-78’s holo-projector whirred 
and Velko watched herself once again 
disappear through the door only to be 
replaced by static, the picture flicking 
back on to catch the bodyguard 
clattering to the floor. 

“But where did the shot come from?” 
Velko wondered aloud. 

KC bleeped a question, but she 
ignored him, leaning over to peer at the 
damage to the bodyguard’s cylindrical 
head. Carefully, Velko ran a finger across 
the jagged edge where its single receptor 
unit had been, pulling free a scorched 
shard of metal. 

“Can you scan this?” she asked her 
companion, holding the fragment in 
front of KC’s microanalyzer. Blue light 
washed over the metal as processors 
buzzed and clicked inside 
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I demand action!” 

“The threat has passed,” Velko said, 
as calmly as she could, ignoring the 
puzzled glance the security chief gave 
her as she entered the room. “You are 
in no danger.” 

The Skembo’s eyes widened. “You’ve 
deported the Hassarians from Starlight?” 
Velko shook her head. “There is no 

need. Your ‘assassin’ is dead and gone.” 

What was left of the bodyguard’s head 
clattered as she threw it onto his lap. 

“What is the meaning of this?” Ceeril 
spluttered, pushing the decapitated unit 
away from him. 

“T was wondering the same thing,” 
Tarpfen said, pointing at the twisted 
hunk of metal. “That is evidence.” 

“Tt is,” Velko agreed. “Evidence of a 
head blasted apart at pointblank range. 
We saw your poor bodyguard topple 
back and hit the floor the moment the 
cameras came back online. It did strike 
me as odd, however, that this same 
footage didn’t show us the assassin.” 

“They must have fired from near 


grip held firm, the pair engaging in a 
bizarre tug-of-war. 

“What is the meaning of this?” a voice 
bellowed as Rodor Keen appeared in the 
doorway, staring incredulously at the 
scene, Avar Kriss and an amused Estala 
Maru standing behind him. 

“The Ambassador attempted to disarm 
me,” Ghal Tarpfen told the controller, 
releasing her grip on the tongue, which 
snapped back into Ceeril’s mouth with 
a sharp sluuck, the blaster clattering to 
the floor. 

“Probably because he faked his 
own assassination,” Velko said, 
nodding towards KC-78. The droid 
burbled in response and projected a 
holo of the bodyguard’s remains spread 
out in the evidence room, with one 
slight difference. 

“Ts that a hidden compartment?” 
Keen asked, peering at a tiny hatch that 
lay open on the droid’s chest. 

“Tt is,” Velko replied. “It took some 
finding, but when I did, Kaysee was 
able to detect Hassarian DNA within 


CAREFULLY, SHE RAN A FINGER ACROSS THE JAGGED 
EDGE WHERE ITS SINGLE RECEPTOR UNIT HAD BEEN, 
PULLING FREE A SCORCHED SHARD OF METAL. 


|the astromech’s stubby frame. 

“Well?” 

The droid burbled excitedly as 
it delivered the verdict, and in an 
instant Velko knew who had shot 
the ambassador. 


She could hear Ceeril complaining 
loudly as she approached his new room. 
Nib Assek and Burryaga had been posted 
at the door, an attempt to persuade the 
ambassador that the peril was being 
taken seriously. Assek nodded in greeting 
as Velko slipped into the room, KC-78 
at her side, to find the Skembo berating 
Ghal Tarpfen as Okana attempted to 
change his dressings. 

“T don’t care what they’re doing or 
who they’ve left to guard my room, I 
will not feel safe until Marshal Kriss or 
Coordinator Keen personally informs 
me what they are doing about the vile 
Hassarian threat. I demand justice. 
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the door,” Ceeril stammered. 

“Before running?” 

“T wouldn’t know. I was too busy 
clinging to life!” 

“And yet, our mysterious assassin 
didn’t fire when the droid was close 
enough to rip a clump of hair from their 
head. Instead, they waited until they’d 
almost escaped, shooting a bodyguard 
whose own weapons were deactivated.” 
She pointed at the charred cranial unit 
lying in front of the horrified ambassador. 
“Weirdly, the head shows no evidence 
of blaster residue, although we did find 
traces of detonite inside the casing.” 

“Inside?” Tarpfen’s question went 
unanswered as Ceeril flicked out an 
impossibly long and surprisingly sticky 
tongue that snatched the Mon Cal’s 
blaster from her hip and pulled it back 
towards him. 

“T don’t think so!” the Mon Calamari 
snapped, grabbing the retreating tongue 
and holding it tight. The ambassador 
gagged and pulled back, but Tarpfen’s 


its chamber.” 

“The kind left when you stash false 
evidence in your own chest?” Tarpfen 
asked, glowering at the ambassador who 
was pressing the back of a cool hand 
against his throbbing tongue. 

“As well as this,” Velko said, 
producing a blaster gas canister from her 
pocket, “containing just enough eleton 
to charge a weapon. Enough to maim...” 

“But not kill outright.” Tarpfen 
looked as though she wanted to finish 
the job herself. 

“Tt was daring,” Velko admitted. 
“Programming your droid to fake the 
shooting, then detonate an explosive 
lodged within its cranial unit” 

“Thus destroying any trace of the 
deception,” Keen concluded, crossing 
his arms decisively. 

“Tt’s nonsense,” the ambassador 
protested, shuffling back on his mattress, 
“that’s what it is.” 

“Ts that so?” Ceeril paled as Avar Kriss 
stepped into the center of the room, 


stopping at the foot of his bed. “Do you 
know how difficult it is to lie in front of 
a Jedi, Ambassador?” 

“Especially as Administrator Jahen 
has supplied evidence in droves,” Maru 
said, tapping his ever-present datapad. 
“All of which I have now sent to the 
Republic security service on Coruscant.” 

“Isn't that my job?” Ghal Tarpfen 
asked, sounding more amused than 
annoyed, her weapon back in her hand. 

“That’s the wonderful thing about 
Starlight Beacon,” Avar Kriss said, 
turning back to Ceeril. “The Republic 
and Jedi working together for the good 
of all. I think we make quite a team, 
don’t you, Ambassador? Perhaps it 
would be best if you spent the rest of you 
convalescence in the detention center.” 

“Do you want to do the honors?” 
Tarpfen asked Velko, but she shook her 
head. “You’re the Head of Security.” 

“And you are owed a tour of 
Starlight,” Rodor Keen told her as 
Burryaga maneuvered the Skembo’s 
medibed out of the room, under 
Tarpfen’s watchful gaze. “Tell me, where 
would you like to begin?” 

The decision was taken out of her 
hands when a call came over the comm- 
system, a gruff, sibilant voice informing 
the Jedi marshal that they’d received a 
distress call from the Kazlin System. 

“Maybe we should head to where the 
action is,” Velko said as Avar Kriss led the 
way to the turbolift. 

“An excellent idea, administrator,” 
Keen agreed. “I think you're going to 
fit in perfectly.” 


THE END eo a 
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